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THE WOOD OF BIRNAM. 

In his notes to the Variorum edition of Mac- 
beth, Dr. Furness has collected much evidence in 
favor both of the mythical and the military sources 
of Malcolm and Siward's device of utilising the 
trees of Birnam Forest in their attack on the 
castle of Dunsinane ; the mythical sources., how- 
ever, predominate. 

The following is a summary of the evidence of 
the mythical origin of the incident : — 

Prof. Schwarz, in his Notabilia, speaks of a 
certain king, who together with a daughter of 
miraculous gifts, is besieged in his castle by King 
Grunewald ; the latter on May-day captures the 
castle by means of the moving forest scheme. 

2. Grimm, in his German Popular Tales, and 
J. G. Bitter ascribe the same design to Frede- 
gunda, who triumphs over her enemy in this way 
and secures the victory for her son Clothaire. 
This version differs from others, in that the queen 
attaches bells to the horses' heads, so as to further 
mislead the enemy, who think their own horses 
are browsing among the trees. 

3. Simrock, in his German Mythology, shows 
that the legend 'originated in the German reli- 
gious custom of May-festivals, or Summer-wel- 
comings, and that King ' Grunewald ' is origin- 
ally a Winter-giant, whose dominion ceases when 
the May-feast begins and the green-wood draws 
nigh.' 

4. Halliwell states that the same incident oc- 
curs in the old romance of Alexander the Great, 
found in the library at Lincoln cathedral, Alex- 
ander overcoming Darius and taking Susa by 
storm. 

The King Grunewald story which Simrock 
considers to be 'the mythical basis of the Mac- 
beth legend,' it may be pointed out, seems closely 
related to the custom, now fast dying out, in pro- 
vincial England of celebrating May day by a 
mumming representation of Jack-in-the-Green. 



The late W. Owen Pughe believed this practice 
to be bound up with a legendary source, since in 
Welsh mythology Nelvas disguises himself with 
green boughs, and lies in waiting for Queen Gui- 
nevere as she is returning from the hunt. 

On the other hand, much may be said as to the 
actual military derivation of the episode in Mac- 
beth. Dr. Furness, in his Notes to the play, pp. 
325-7, cites the following instances : — 

1. An Arabic legend quoted by Jastrow in 
Folk-Lore, 1890, which connects the story with 
the generation subsequent to Mahomet, and which 
is the oldest recorded version. Jastrow says : 
' I do not think that scholars will hit upon Arabia 
as the final source. Woods and forests are not 
the characteristic features of Arabia .... It is 
likely that we shall eventually be led to India, the 
home of so many tales that have wandered all over 
the world.' 

2. Saxo Grammaticus relates that Hakon made 
use of the same stratagem in his fight with Sigurt. 

3. In 1332 Patrick, Earl of March, after the 
battle of Dupplin, practised these arts in a modi- 
fied form in an attack on Perth by ordering his 
troops to cut faggots from the wood of Lamerkine 
with which to fill up the ante-mural fosses of the 
city. It is quite possible, Furness thinks, from the 
close proximity of Dunsinane to Perth that Wyn- 
toun, in his Chronicle, may have utilised the 
story of Lamerkine for the purposes of embellish- 
ment, as it is very generally deemed to be histor- 
ical ; while the incident in Macbeth rests on very 
doubtful grounds. 

To these instances may be added the one, re- 
ferred to by Dr. W. E. Boloff, in his letter 
in the Modern Language Notes, xxi, 192, of the 
people of Ditmarschen outwitting the Count of 
Bocklenborg by the same means. There is still 
another occurrence of quite recent date that 
belongs to this category. In 1904, it will be 
recalled, the Japanese commander, perhaps on 
the strength of a Shakespearean reminiscence, 
when approaching the Russian entrenchments on 
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the western bank of the Yalu, took the precaution 
to erect a series of trellis works made of bamboo 
boughs, by means of which their numbers and 
proximity were materially concealed : the result 
being that a heavy cannonade was opened upon 
the Russians from this masked position, which 
speedily led to the victory of the Japanese. 

In spite of the strong evidence adduced by 
German critics of a mythical origin for the ' mov- 
ing forest legend,' I think it is safe to say that 
the ruse attributed by Shakespeare to Malcolm 
had its rise among purely military surroundings. 

In Judges, ix, after a relation of the conquest 
of Shechem by Abimelech, the natural son of 
Gideon, and the sowing of it with salt, the Scrip- 
tural narrative continues : — 

' And when all the men of Shechem heard that, 
they entered into a hold of the house of the god 
Berith. And it was told that all the men of the 
town of Shechem were gathered together. And 
Abimelech got him up to Mount Zalmon, he and 
all the people that were with him ; and Abime- 
lech took an axe in his hand, and cut down the 
bough from the trees, and took it, and laid it on 
his shoulder, and said unto the people that were 
with him, "What ye have seen me do, make 
haste, and do as I have done." And all the 
people likewise cut down every man his bought 
and followed Abimelech, and put them to the 
hold and set the hold on fire upon them ; so that 
all the men of the town of Shechem died, also 
about a thousand men and women.' (Vv. 46-9.) 

The circumstances here related seem, in my 
opinion, to give the clue to the real origin of the 
incident as adapted to military purposes by dif- 
ferent commanders. I take it that the happy 
thought did not in the first instance suggest itself 
to a leader of troops to provide his men with 
branches of trees simply for the purpose of con- 
cealment. That was a lucky afterthought. The 
ultimate design arose from the far more natural 
prompting, which barbarians have always evinced, 
to call in the agency of fire to destroy the enemy's 
stronghold, when they were otherwise unable to 
capture it, or could only capture it with great dif- 
ficulty and loss of life. This would naturally lead 
to the discovery that the branches borne to the end 
of incendiarism became a potent means for other 
purposes as well : such as hiding the advancing 



man or filling up the insurmountable ditchway ; 
besides affording a certain immunity from attack 
at the same time. This is, I think, in brief, the 
genesis of the Birnam Wood mode of attack. 
Without pretending to attribute to Abimelech the 
priority of its invention, it may probably be safe 
to date back its inspiration to a very ancient and 
remote past. 

N. W. Hill. 

Philadelphia, Pa. 



BIBLIOGRAPHIE ZUR TECHNIK DES 
NEUEREN DEUTSCHEN ROMANS. I. 

Fur das grosse Interesse, welches das Studium 
der Romantechnik neuerdings erregt, zeugt der 
Umfang der vorliegenden Bibliographie, die nicht 
einmal die Masse der Rezensionen einzelner Werke 
und Autoren beriicksichtigt. 

In Deutschland haben Schriftsteller und Lite- 
rarhistoriker spater als in England und Frank- 
reich begonnen sich diesem Studium zu widmen. 
Zum grossen Teil hat man die auslandische Tech- 
nik nachgeahmt und das zwar bis auf den heutigcn 
Tag, so dass man vielerorts noch von einer spezi- 
fisch deutschen Technik sich nicht zu reden ge- 
traut. Unter einer Anzahl der bedeutendsten 
gegenwartigen Romanschriftsteller, deren Gut- 
achten hieriiber vom Unterzeichneten eingeholt, 
ist die grosse Mehrzahl der Ansicht, dass es keine 
spezifisch deutsche Technik gebe. Wie dem nun 
sei, ob es eine spezifisch deutsche oder eine inter- 
nationale Technik ist, man befasst sich mehr und 
mehr damit. 

Die ersten, die sich in Deutschland mit der 
eigentlichen Technik befassten, waren, wie das 
auch ganz sachgemass scheint, die Romanschrift- 
steller selbst, denn was Bodmer, Gottsched, Blan- 
kenburg u. a. hieriiber gehandelt, ist ganz all- 
gemein gehalten. Tiecks Arbeit fiber die Novelle, 
Goethe und Schillers Abhandlungen fiber die 
epische Kunst, die Romantiker, in neuerer Zeit 
aber besonders Ludwig und Spielhagen, behandeln 
Technisches. 

Sodann begaben sich die Literarhistoriker an die 
Geschichte des Romans. Es entstanden Werke wie 
Cholevius, Bobertag, Eichendorff, Wolf, die ins- 



